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XXXV.—Note on the opening of four Ancient British Barrows in South Wilts.
By JOHN YONGE AKERMAN, Secretary.

Bead May 4, 1854.

NOTWITHSTANDING the obscurity in which the early history of Britain is
enveloped, the antiquary still fondly clings to the hope that some additional light
may be cast upon it by the acquisition of monumental evidence. Accident some-
times produces relics which keep alive this hope, and induce a further investiga-
tion of the sepulchral mounds which yet abound on our downs and uncultivated
land. These however, unlike the grouped tumuli and graves of the Saxon period,
offer but few provocatives to explore them. Their frequent large size, their com-
pact construction, the time occupied in a proper investigation of their contents,
and their situation frequently in lofty or exposed districts, render this description
of barrow-digging at once tedious, irksome, and laborious.

The Anglo-Saxon cemetery in the Low Field at Harnham having been exhausted
earlier than I had anticipated, 1 obtained, through the kind intervention of Mr.
Pinch Noyes, of Laverstock, permission to open some early barrows on the downs,
three in the neighbourhood of Winterslow Hut, and a fourai on the line of the
Roman road leading from Old Sarum.

Experience had taught me not to anticipate great things from these contem-
plated excavations. I had learned long ago, that a rude and crumbling urn, or a
simple heap of ashes and calcined bones, were the frequent result of a whole day's
digging in these early sepulchral mounds, besides the possibility of our working
long in one which had been explored by some previous investigator more intent on
the acquisition of treasure than the procuring of antiquarian relics.

The barrow first opened is situated on pasture land at the back of the plantation
west of Winterslow Hut. It measured forty-three feet across, and the surface was
much depressed, but there were certainly no outward indications of its having ever
been explored. A trench about five feet wide was cut from N.w. to S.E., com-
mencing at the extremity of the base. On reaching near the natural soil, in the
centre of the barrow, the remains of a skeleton of small stature were discovered,
the femur measuring only fifteen inches. Many of the bones were wanting, and
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the whole had been clearly disturbed, probably at some remote period; at any
rate, it may be presumed by persons having no antiquarian object in view, since
numerous fragments of a rude urn, now on the table, bearing the markings
usually found on ancient British pottery, were found on the left side of the body.
There were also two fragments of an urn of plain form, very unlike the usual
description of Celtic pottery.

Another barrow of like dimensions and form, at a short distance westward of the
first, was opened in the same manner. ^Fragments of human bones, and of the
bones of ruminants, were discovered a little below the surface. In the centre was
a considerable quantity of wood ashes, but no traces of calcined human bones were
observed, and, after excavating a still wider space, this mound was abandoned.
There was no indication of its having been previously disturbed.

Many of our English Antiquaries are doubtless acquainted with the barrows
scattered over various parts of the downs in this locality, particularly with the
two very large ones on the left of the trackway which joins the road leading to
Winterslow Hut. On the east side of this trackway, on some arable land just
opposite one of these large barrows, is a group of three, of about the same diameter
as those just described. The middle one of the three was excavated in the same
manner as before, by cutting a wide trench from the base to the centre. Traces of
two small skeletons were discovered about two feet below the surface, and a third
was found still lower down; but throughout the rest of the excavation, nothing
beyond traces of wood ashes was discovered.

On the following day we commenced the exploration of a barrow seventy feet
in diameter. Its situation is on the right of the Roman road leading from Old
Sarum to Winchester, about two miles south-east of the former. It stands imme-
diately within the Deer Leap of Clarendon, and overlooks a vast extent of country
in the direction of Stonehenge. There is another barrow of large dimensions not
far off, just outside the eastern boundary of the Deer Leap, and another, westward
of the first, which the Linch itself intersects. The first of the two latter seems,
by its present disturbed appearance, to have been long since thoroughly ransacked.
These three barrows, the situation of which is shewn on the Ordnance map, appear
to be the only ones near the spot; consequently, that now explored is the centre
one of the group.

One of the labourers informed us that this barrow was formerly of much greater
height, and that its size had been reduced by the frequent' ploughing of the land
on which it stands. He had often observed that the plough turned up bones in
passing over it.
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We commenced by cutting a trench from the base to the centre in a direction
north and south. Fragments of human bones and of the bones of animals, as well
as the teeth, were turned up at a short distance below the surface, and on reaching
the centre we found it occupied by a considerable heap of flints of all sizes, cover-
ing a heap of mould of a dark colour. On removing the latter, in which traces of
charcoal were observed, mingled with wood ashes, it was found to conceal a small
heap of calcined human bones, enough, perhaps, to fill a peck measure, but no
traces whatever could be observed of an urn or of any other object for the protec-
tion of these remains. Eurther excavations in this tumulus shewed that the prin-
cipal, if not the sole, interment was exactly in the centre.

It will be seen by these details how uncertain are the results of researches
among our primaeval sepulchres. I am nevertheless persuaded that such exami-
nations are not altogether profitless, and that the gradual accumulation of the
minutest facts regarding the use and object of these mounds may, in the end,
materially enlighten the archaeologist. It is much to be deplored that many of
these remains have been destroyed by persons seeking for treasure, but no incon-
siderable number have shared the same fate under the hands of the pseudo-
antiquary. A walk or a ride over many of our Downs will satisfy any careful
observer that scores of our primaeval tumuli have been explored in a manner so
careless, as to jeopardise the contents and often to reduce them to fragments, to
say nothing of the great importance of observing everything in situ.

One thing seems certain in almost every examination of our ancient British
barrows; namely, that the interments were frequently accompanied by sacrifices,
and that some of the larger description of animals were immolated on such occa-
sions ; this is evident by the constant finding of the bones and teeth of ruminants,
but especially of oxen. There is good reason, however, for our belief that human
victims were not unfrequently offered up on these mounds, if, indeed, some of
them were not formed for the express purpose. Such may be the tumulus last
described, and such may have been the purpose for which the other two of this
group were raised. The centre one, it has been seen, although seventy feet in
diameter, contained but a small heap of calcined human bones, unaccompanied by
any deposit of weapons, personal ornaments, or utensils, while among the earth
which formed the upper portion of the tumulus were many fragments of human
and animal remains. The situation of these barrows, on a lofty down, command-
ing an extensive view of the surrounding country, recals the " high places " of
remote antiquity and the "teocali" of Southern America. We scarcely need the
testimony of historians as to the human sacrifices of the Gaulish and British
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tribes, because they may be supposed to have been at one period of the world
universal; a well-known passage in Strabo however very distinctly describes one
of the particular modes of sacrifice among the Celtic race. After relating the
different ways in which the victim is slain, this historian adds, " and having pre-
pared a colossus of hay, and thrown wood upon it, they burn together oxen, all
kinds of wild beasts, and men."" To such a practice may probably be referred,
in some instances, the remains of human creatures and animals promiscuously
mingled in many of our earliest sepulchral mounds.

Although the results of these excavations may be deemed meagre, they are not,
I trust, without their value, for, though proving but little, they add that little to
our scanty stock of knowledge of the manners and usages of the primitive
inhabitants of Britain.

I may here add that the bones taken from the last-explored tumulus have been
submitted to the inspection of Mr. Quekett, of the Royal College of Surgeons,
who states that " they are evidently those of a young person, probably a young
female. They must have been exposed for some time to a great heat, and the
burning violently conducted, with free access of air among them."

1 Kal KaTaoKtvaoavres KoXoaaov \6prov, Kal ijuAov kfijiaKovres eh rovTor, /ioaKrifiara, Kal iravroia Qr)pia

Kal avdpwvovs, ioXoKavrow.—Strabo, Ed. Casaub. fol. 1707, lib. iv. p. 303.




